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The prevailing sentiment in the Western media is that a new era has started in the Middle East .The magic that transformed Sharon’s image into a hero of peace was his pullout from Gaza. In fact, however, as important as the evacuation of the Gaza settlements is, it is far from signaling the end of the Israeli occupation. 

Sharon introduced his Gaza Strip “disengagement” plan on February 3, 2004—at the peak of international criticism and pressure. On the one hand, it was at the time becoming evident that it was Israel who failed the implementation of the road map plan.  On the other hand, criticism was mounting regarding the construction of the West Bank wall, with the hearing of the Hague International Court of Justice scheduled to begin just a few weeks later, on February 23. At the time, the route of the wall was also the center of intense Israeli negotiations with the U.S. Nachum Barnea, one of the most well briefed Israeli journalists, reported that "Israel does not ask for money to finance the evacuation, although it will be glad to get it.  It mainly seeks support of the fence-route"​[1]​. The Gaza pullout plan gave Sharon a year and a half to continue undisturbed with the wall project.  The plan seemed like a calculated risk, which may lead to the loss of the Israeli settlements in Gaza, in return for securing and expanding Israel's grip in the West Bank. 
	
But even in Gaza itself, the Israeli occupation is far from over. Presently, Sharon is seeking UN recognition that the occupation of Gaza is over. But if we examine the formal plans of the disengagement, there is nothing further from reality.	Right after Sharon received Bush’s approval for the plan, on April 16, 2004, the full text of the plan was published in the Israeli press.​[2]​ It specified that within a year and a half, the Israeli occupation of the Gaza Strip should be declared to be over. But in every other aspect, the situation there would remain as is. The Palestinians will be imprisoned from all sides, with no connection to the world except through Israel: “Israel will supervise and guard the external envelope on land, will maintain exclusive control in the air space of Gaza, and will continue to conduct military activities in the sea space of the Gaza Strip” (Section III, Security Reality After the Evacuation, Clause 1). The border of the Strip with Egypt will be sealed (Section VII, The Border Area Between the Gaza Strip and Egypt). Regarding the international crossing point to Egypt, the only contact of the strip with the outside world, which is presently controlled by Israel, “the existing arrangements will remain in force“ (Section XII, The International Crossing Point). While the Gaza strip will be sealed from the world, the Israeli military will be permitted to enter the strip for punitive or “preventive” operations: “Israel reserves for itself the basic right of self-defense, including taking preventative steps as well as responding by using force against threats that will emerge from the Gaza Strip” (Section III, Clause 3). 


In all respects then, the Gaza strip will remain under Israeli occupation, according to this plan.  Still, Israel insists that it would not be defined as such. The reason is clear from the published text of the plan: Clause F of Section I states that “the disengagement move will obviate the claims about Israel with regard to its responsibility for the Palestinians in the Gaza Strip.” In other words, since the strip will no longer be defined as an occupied territory, Israel will not be subject to the fourth Geneva Convention, which determines that the occupier has the responsibility for the protection and the welfare of the occupied people.

	The Gaza Strip, under this new plan, then, will remain a big prison, as it is today. It is clear that Sharon’s disengagement is designed for maintaining the occupation with more international legitimacy, and gaining the time needed for the construction of the West Bank wall.  Let us look then at the background of Israel's policy in the West Bank.
	
A System Of Prisons

Since the seizure of the Palestinian territories in 1967, the question that has preoccupied Israeli political and military elites has been how to maintain a maximum of land with a minimum of Palestinians. The Labor party’s Alon plan, which was realized in Oslo, was to keep about 40 percent of the West Bank, but allow Palestinian autonomy over the other 60 percent. However, the Hawkish poll in the Israeli military and political echelons have viewed even this compromise as dangerous, as it can lead eventually to the loss of Israel's grip in the territories. Two outspoken voices of opposition to the Oslo plan were right from the start Ehud Barak, who was then the chief of staff and Ariel Sharon.  Both reached power after 1999. Their declared aim was to undo the Oslo agreement. Since mid-2002, control over all of the West Bank and Gaza has returned to the model of direct occupation. As there is no intention in the current Israeli leadership to ever give up these territories, some plan for the long run is needed regarding how to control millions of occupied people. The model that Israel has developed under Sharon is a complex system of prisons. The Palestinians are being pushed, locked and sealed into enclaves that are fully controlled by the Israeli army. The Israeli army controls the Palestinians from outside the sealed enclaves, but enters them at will. As far as I know, Israel’s imprisonment of a whole people is an unprecedented model of occupation, and it is being executed with frightening speed and efficiency. 


	The prison model was first developed in the Gaza strip, and was already established during the Oslo years.  Under Rabin, an electronic fence was constructed that closed the Strip on all sides bordering with Israel. Thus, during the Oslo years over one million people had already become prisoners on their own land, with movement in or out permitted only through Israeli-controlled security gates, and in most cases, not permitted at all. The Israeli settlements are now gone, but according to Israel's plans we have just observed, the prison's model will be preserved. 


Sharon’s present project is to extend the Gaza model of domination to the West Bank. Compared to the Gaza Strip, West Bank Palestinians enjoyed, until September 2000, relative freedom of movement, both inside and outside. The West Bank is a bigger and wealthier region than the Gaza Strip, and turning it into a prison seemed an inconceivable idea until recently. But since May 2002, Sharon has been executing his plan for the West Bank wall that will, if completed, turn the West Bank into another open air prison. 


Israel presents the wall as a security matter—a necessary barrier to prevent Palestinian terror and protect Israeli citizens. Compared to the goal of saving lives, goes the Israeli propaganda, the regrettable inconvenience caused to the Palestinians is secondary. But in reality, it was not security considerations that determined the present route of the wall. If the goal were to prevent terrorist infiltration, the wall could have been built on Israel’s 1967 border, leaving Palestinian land intact. In Israel’s declared plans for the final agreement, the big settlement blocks in the center of the West Bank are to be annexed to Israel. But even incorporating these settlements into Israel the wall could have been much closer to the 1967 border.


	To get a grasp of what drives the wall project, let us look at the map (​barak final map.pdf​) I distributed.  This is the only formal map that Israel has ever presented as its proposal for the final agreement. It was presented by then Prime Minister Ehud Barak in the Taba-Eilat negotiations in May 2000 (prior to the Camp David summit), and was originally published in Hebrew, in Yediot Aharonot, on May 19 of that year. According to this map, the darker areas are to be under “Palestinian sovereignty,” and together they comprise 60 percent of the West Bank. The rest of the West Bank will remain Israeli—the white areas will be immediately annexed, and the striped areas will be held “temporarily.” The Palestinian’s “sovereign” land is divided to four isolated enclaves, with no territorial continuity. In practice, Sharon’s project is to enforce the realization of this map. 

To understand what type of life the Palestinians can expect inside their 60 percent, we may examine the situation inside the darker areas of the map.  In these areas, there are still about 40 isolated Israeli settlements (white triangles), connected by security roads and military zones.  So the lighter gray areas inside the dark areas are Israeli-controlled lands, roads, and military posts.  Though time does not permit discussing this here, in the plan Barak proposed at Camp David, none of these settlements would be dismantled.  This means that Barak offered to preserve the situation in the Palestinian enclaves precisely as it is today.
The plan presented in the May 2004 map is the only formal plan Israel has ever proposed for the final agreements.  While before it was just a proposal awaiting Palestinian and international acceptance, Sharon turned to actually implementing it on the ground. At the present stage the wall is being built essentially on the line separating the dark (Palestinian) areas from the white area that is to be annexed to Israel, on the west side of the West Bank. (Work on the internal fencing of the enclaves, and theeastern wall has not started yet.)

The most horrifying aspect of the present wall project is what happens inside the white areas in the map, the ones designated to be eventually formally annexed to Israel.  These areas on the map are dotted with gray spots that represent Palestinian villages and towns. The white areas around them are their lands.  The wall project is to separate the villages from their lands – the lands will be on the Israeli side of the wall, but the villages will remain in the Palestinian enclaves.. Therefore, the present line of the wall is not straight, as in this map, but cutting around villages, creating in many areas a loop that surrounds a town or a village, leaving only one exit connecting them to the West Bank. The wall, thus, severs the towns and villages from the agricultural lands from which they live.  
In many places the wall is built right around the village houses, giving the Palestinian fields to the Israeli side. The wall also separates the villages from each other permanently, and turns them into isolated enclaves. Traveling to a neighboring village or town (for work or study, a visit to the hospital, or just to visit friends and family) has to be done through detouring roads controlled by the Israeli army and delayed by its checkpoints. In some cases, the villages will not have any connecting passage to other Palestinian West Bank land , but will remain fully on the Israeli side of the wall, surrounded by an Israeli system of barriers that separate them from their fields and from the rest of the West Bank, turning them into actual open air prisons. 
	The wall project is massive land grab project. At the level of rhetoric, Israel says that Palestinian farmers in the enclaves will be allowed to go through special gates and work on their land.  In practice, the gates are often closed, or permits to pass are not granted.  In many areas where the wall is completed, farmers can no longer access their land. Under Ottoman law, which is still assumed in the West Bank, a land not cultivated for three years can be legally confiscated. The biggest fear of the Palestinian farmers unable to access their land is that Israel will apply this law.

	According to UN figures, summarized also in the ruling of the International Court of Justice, to which I turn directly, as a result of the construction of the wall, 237,000 Palestinians will be stranded outside the wall and disconnected from the West Bank. Around 160,000 other Palestinians will be included on the West Bank side of the wall, but will reside in almost completely encircled communities, cut off from their farmland, their jobs, universities and schools. Similar figures are also openly reported in the Israeli media.​[3]​

	The route of the current wall, thus, cuts off 400,000 Palestinians from their sources of livelihood and imprisons them in isolated enclaves. What will happen with these people, whose land is now being grabbed by Israel? With no means of subsistence, they will be forced to leave those enclaves over the next few years to seek employment at the peripheries of West Bank cities and towns. In this way, sections of the West Bank that border Israel will be “cleansed” of Palestinians. This is already happening in Qalqilya and Tul Karm, where the fence was completed in 2003. Qalqilya used to be a flourishing town, a local center of commerce and agriculture. The wall separated it from its lands and encircled the town on all sides, leaving a bottleneck controlled by the army as the only exit connecting it to the West Bank. Now Qalqilya is already a dead city. Many of its inhabitants have fled to seek subsistence at the edges of other West Bank towns; those who remain have succumbed to the despair and decline that characterizes prisoners.

Following months of research and discussion over the issue of the wall, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) issued its ruling on July 9, 2004.​[4]​  The ICJ has determined that Israel “has the right, and indeed the duty, to…protect the life of its citizens” but that “the measures taken are bound nonetheless to remain in conformity with applicable international law.” The Court found the present route of the wall to be a serious and egregious violation of international law. The Court’s ruling lists the numerous articles of the Fourth Geneva Convention that the present route violates, noting that “there is also a risk of further alterations to the demographic composition of the Occupied Palestinian Territory resulting from…the departure of Palestinian populations from certain areas” (paragraph 122).​[5]​ In simpler language, the Court is warning of transfer.

	The word “transfer” evokes the horrific collective memory of trucks arriving in the middle of the night to transport Palestinian villagers across the border, which happened in a number of places in 1948. But transfer along that model is not possible in today’s world. Today transfer must be accomplished more slowly and surreptitiously.  Right now, 400,000 Palestinians are being destined for such slow and invisible transfer away from their land.  They are being pushed into the four big enclaves in the West Bank that Israel has allocated for Palestinian existence.  If the world lets this happen, and the process is completed, the Palestinians will live in these crowded enclaves surrounded by walls and electronic fences, as in the Gaza Strip. 

	In 1969, the Israeli philosopher Yeshayahu Leibovitz anticipated regarding Israeli occupation that “concentration camps would be erected by the Israeli rulers… Israel would be a state that would not deserve to exist, and it will not be worthwhile to preserve it.” How far is the fenced in Gaza Strip from Leibovitz’s prophecy?  In the West Bank, the situation is still different. The imprisonment of the Palestinians has yet to be completed, and it can be stopped. Along the route of the wall, the internal battle of the Israeli society is now taking place—between the self-proclaimed “land redemptionists” who, no matter how much land Israel has, will always want more, and those who want to live in a   state that deserves to exist. 


Largely unreported, there is a growing on-going joint struggle of Palestinians, Israelis and internationals from the International Solidarity Movement, who stand daily in front of the army and the settlers in the Palestinian territories, in non-violent, peaceful protest, documenting the crime, protecting as much of the land as they can, and slowing down Sharon's massive work of destruction. For the first time in the history of the occupation, we are seeing joint Israeli-Palestinian struggle. Along with Israel of the army and the settlers, a new Israel-Palestine is forming.


For over two years, Israeli youths make their way on foot and in Palestinian taxis among the checkpoints. They trek between the villages in groups or alone. Some sleep in the villages. Others will travel the same route the next day to reach the demonstration. All along the root of the wall, the Palestinians have opened their hearts and their homes to the Israelis and internationals who come to support their non-violent resistance to the wall and the occupation robbing them of their land. These days, hundreds of Israelis are going every Friday to the village of Bil'in north of Jerusalem, which became the symbol of resistance to the wall. The Israeli army does not treat them as gently as it proved possible with the evacuated settlers - they bombard the demonstrations with tear gas, rubber bullets and sound grenades.  But they keep coming.
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